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Let me be plain with you, dear reader. 
I am an old-fashioned man. I like 
the world of nature despite its mortal 
dangers. I like the domestic world 
of humans, so long as it pays its debts 
to the natural world, and keeps its bounds. 
I like the promise of Heaven. My purpose 
is a language that can pay just thanks 
and honor for those gifts, a tongue 
set free from fashionable lies. 
   —Wendell Berry 
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Domestic World and Debts to Nature 
3 
Biding Time 
 
Even before I knew what I’d never remember, 
The teacher wiped clean the blackboard. 
 
Outside, through falling snow, starlings flew. 
Legs extended, they settled on parallel power lines. 
 
The teacher drew new polygons on the board. 
In winter’s bitter wind, the starlings huddled. 
 
Through line lengths and angles, I sweated; forty-five minutes, 
One problem after another. I learned what space needed to fill. 
 
Snow ticked like seconds past the windows. 
When I packed my backpack, they sat there still: 
 
Rowed starlings unburdened by added weight, 
Their bodies small and dusted with powder white as chalk. 
4 
Wit’s End 
 
She says nothing about the job she hates, 
Accountant, bean counter, all day 
At a desk, no window, lunch 
Last night’s leftovers he refused to eat. 
What else can she do? Up before dawn, 
She toasts buttered bread, foils thievery: 
Oreos double-stuffed into jacket pockets, 
Quarters clenched in fisted fingers. 
Cash snatched from the laundry stash. 
For ice cream, he says, for pretzels. 
Single mother, only child, 10. He criticizes 
Her dinners, the flounder filets she breads, 
The buttermilk biscuits, and green beans. 
He doesn’t often finish her salads, 
Lettuce, carrots, homegrown tomatoes 
Sliced by hand. He throws away 
Her lunches: PB and J on Wonder Bread 
Bologna and cheese, Red Delicious apples, 
Carrots. Don’t for a second think 
He helps with dinner or dishes. 
No dishwasher for the pots and pans, 
The plates piled in the sink since morning. 
Tucked in, she reads each evening to him. 
Before bed, she cleans each dish by hand. 
5 
Trimming the Beans 
 
Each spring mother plants beans 
In backyard soil grandpa turns. 
He spears earth with a wood-handled spade. 
Like a cradle, he rocks the handle, 
Works farther down the blade, snaps loose 
Roots threading dirt dark as baker’s chocolate. 
In chunks, it breaks and crumbles. 
What I can, I sift, collecting rocks, night crawlers 
And grubs for fishing, shards of shell, conch 
And clam grandma carried home Jersey’s shore. 
Like statues, they’re ranked by size on windowsills. 
When she doesn’t watch, I fumble and break one. 
She discards the shards in the garden. 
They’ll make a home. For what, she never says. 
 
Too young for adult tables, cousins and I eat alone 
When family gathers for Thanksgiving dinners. 
We measure parents by chores. 
I’m the one whose mother gardens 
With grandma and grandpa, the one, 
An only child, expected to help. I hate it. 
At the table, we decide who we want to live with, 
Which one or two of us we’d want as brother 
Or sister. If only we could convince them— 
Aunt Sarah, Uncle Earle: Take us home, 
Adopt us, makes us one of yours. We believe we can 
Get away without chores—filthy clothes collected 
From the floor, dogs walked before bed. For me, 
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Weeding beans, the summer-long chore. Come fall, 
I pluck beans like green worms from leafy vines. 
Later, between mother and grandma, beans trimmed 
And quartered into bowls. My job: pack and date 
The bags of beans we’ll freeze and eat later with family. 
7 
Ringing the Meal Wheel 
For the ladies who prepare the meals at Iowa Lakeside Lab 
 
At fifteen to 7:00, noon, and 6:00, 
Walk outside in food-smeared apron. 
With hammer in hand, take ten steps 
To that tree with the steel wheel 
Hung with chain like a tire swing. 
 
This is the ritual, the routine: 
Summon students from labs and fields. 
Whack that steel wheel slow 
Seven, eight times: Come now! Eat! 
 
On the hour exact attack that wheel 
Hard and fast. Strike strong with steel, 
No pause: Time’s short! Food’s served! 
8 
Walking around the Local Lake 
After Watching Larry, Moe, and Curly 
And New News of the Crash 
 
Each summer people cluster 
Around this man-made lake 
Round & reflective as Curly’s cranium. 
Mechanics with oil-black hands reel in line. 
Bikinied wives lounge by lake’s edge. 
When peeping lawyers in 20-footers putter passed, 
Water like Labradoodles laps tanned toes. 
Looking on, a half-dozen boys with fishing poles 
& earthworms in a red-clay flowerpot. 
They slouch in collapsible chairs 
In a spot so often occupied 
They’ve ground the grass down to dirt. 
Chances are they won’t catch a single fish: 
Not catfish, carp, or trout. 
By August, the lake’s fished out. 
It’s less likely still 
They’ll hook a waterlogged work boot 
Like the Three Stooges they’ve probably never seen. 
Larry and Moe poked fun at one another, Depression, & desperation. 
Curly at the stove flipped sole 
Like a fillet of fish in a frying pan. 
Hunger then was more common than fish. 
9 
Bathers, c. 1913 
A painting by Edward Henry Potthast, American 
 
Faces indistinct as thumbprints 
Without whorls, without scars:  
Teenagers chest deep in seawater froth; 
Closer in, a kicking, splashing child in white 
Held upright by one of three women, a redhead. 
They’re impressions painted in the day’s dominant style. 
To emulate motion, arms and legs are blurred, 
Faces fuzzy—the day’s development 
Appears slow, like clouds in photographs. 
 
Would Potthast’s patrons know these women 
Weren’t them, these children not theirs? 
Tenement women spent summers indoors. 
They sewed whatever would sell 
In shipyards, machine shops, saloons. 
Husbands, sons, and brothers 
Toiled twelve- and sixteen-hour shifts 
To cloth people rich enough to permit these bathers 
Their once-a-month break from unbearable heat. 
 
Despite beach and what viewers want to believe— 
This is normal for these women and children— 
These three Irish immigrant women gripe 
Without reservation about six and eight people 
Per tenement, too little food, walls papered in newsprint. 
Impressions hid what photographs never could— 
Smiles science today can prove false: 
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Eyes absent that single reliable sign of sincerity, 
That skin scrunched like crow’s feet. 
Even in summer, no windows or wind 
For these women to relieve the humidity, 
The fires of coal-burning stoves, laundry 
Above drying and wasting away like ghosts.
11 
Considering the Black & White Photograph of Larry Levis on the Back of 
The Dollmaker's Ghost 
 
What we as children do 
When our parents play hooky 
Forces us as adults to acknowledge 
Our debts to memory. I wander galleries 
Filled with Medieval Italy’s landscapes. 
Temple ruins, gray stone overgrown 
With vine, Corinthian columns 
—All suggest power gone, nearly forgotten, 
Unlikely to come again. 
I frequent bookstores as well. 
I read what little poetry I find. 
That’s how I found you. 
You lean back against a dark double door set into a brick wall. 
Your shirt’s dark, too. Like your hair, it disappears 
Into the background. Blackholes 
Refuse to relinquish light, 
Whatever slips past their event horizons. 
In this picture, your legs cross right over left. 
You look especially thin & narrow. 
You look not unlike a shaft of light cast through broken cloud 
In the high-angle hours of early afternoon. 
You’re an inverted exclamation point, 
That one form of punctuation, a declaration, 
Absent from the end of every line you wrote 
But one in the poem about Weldon Kees 
And style, his car left abandoned 
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On the bridge above the Golden Gate. 
What were you thinking? 
 
As a ten-year-old running past you in this alley 
(For I imagine it’s an alley) 
I might have said to my sister, Look, a construction worker, 
A vagrant. The truth is, you may have been 
Outside smoking cigarettes that contributed finally—and too soon 
—To your death. Was this slow suicide? 
My sister, Lynn, may have countered, No. 
She pointed out the obvious: He’s dressed too nice. 
You probably posed after grinding into gravel 
The butt beneath your boot. If, still younger, I’d passed you 
In Fresno or Salt Lake City, I might have shouted, He’s a barber. 
No shit. In this picture you look a lot like the Market Street man my grandfather took me 
to. 
How wrong I would have been, how far from the truth. 
I might later have remembered frazzled threads or ash like loose change spilling 
From a pant leg through a hole worn in a pocket lining. 
But would I have cared even then had I known? 
I collect snapshots, lives lived in print and Polaroid, 
Light as anonymous as faces. At the museum, 
My mother said light burned slower into glass in 1899. 
For someone to appear required time. 
Move too soon and light slipped through. 
Like me, when life lacked wholeness, you filled the void. 
13 
The Con 
 
The invitation lures Laura in with omissions. 
Join other mothers, friends. Let Sara learn 
The pageant’s rules, the possibilities. 
She’ll need gowns—one casual, one formal. 
 
Sara wants to believe herself that beauty 
She aspires to be, that portrait she paints: 
Daylight blonde locks, eyes like windows 
Ablaze with confidence and sapphire sky. 
 
In training offered free, Sara studies the walk. 
Neither fast nor slow, she strolls the runway right, 
Each fourth-grade foot placed in front of the other. 
Like Laura years before, she turns sharp on heel and toe. 
 
Weeks later, after rehearsals and trials, 
Laura receives the selection letter: She’s in, 
She’s in, Sara sings. Only then, too late, 
Does Laura learn the cost: $500 to enter, 
$20 per ticket for mother and father to attend. 
14 
At the Joslyn 
 
I come to be alone with others, 
Possibilities like long-unseen friends 
Hugged in these marble-hall galleries. 
Daydreams are destinations clear as mountains 
On rain-washed horizon, sun or moon a beacon, 
A lighthouse promising safe passage 
Past rock-spired coastal waters, treacherous history, 
Ships’ hulls smashed hard and broken apart 
Easily as dried leaves crumbled in calloused hands. 
 
Green-leaved trees rise above distant towers like flags. 
Like an archeologist, I study each landscape. 
In “Roman Ruins in Southern Italy,” nature claims 
Victory: ruin walls overgrown by permanence— 
Growing vines, time, sky. Civilization like clouds, 
Momentary reflections mirrored on lake water. 
Seated at the center, a bald figure on a boulder 
Clothed in grey tunic and cardinal-red robe. 
The figure looks at neither lake nor ruins, but at a book 
Open on his lap, its pages abundant as the vines 
Scaling walls, leaves reaching toward daylight. 
 
Like the gray-bearded figure, I reserved this afternoon 
To reconcile realities, to draft lines like inspiration 
I’ll later enlarge and fill with color on paper. 
For now, patrons’ voices resound in these marble halls 
Like Gregorian chants on my Ipod. The Benedictine Monks 
Of Santo Domingo De Silos, the patrons pointing to paintings, 
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Albert Bierstadt’s cloud-shrouded Matterhorn glowing white. 
 
Like a figure in a painting, I dance my pen across the page. 
I imagine you, reader, alone at home on your couch. 
I picture a black-haired cat curled and purring in your lap. 
Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony, “Pastorale,” plays low 
In the background, a sound not unlike chants, words written 
In invitation to you: Take and make sense of these fragments, 
These dreams we’ve left from our time in the world. 
16 
The Spring Fighting Season 
 
I. Afghanistan 
The fighting begins with the thaw, 
With the release of the Taliban 
All winter confined to caves, 
Walls blackened less by lack of light 
Than soot, fires tended day & night 
Not for warmth but for snow. 
Water boils in spoon-scraped cans 
Saved to stew food scavenged 
From valleys free of snow below. 
 
II. Nebraska 
A couple bundled in afghan blankets, 
Wind kept barely at bay. In the kitchen, 
Short-fused tempers & escalation, 
Sink filled and stinking with dishes. 
For tenderness & warmth, one touches 
Pots dotted with fur, white-edged mold. 
 
III. Childhood 
March, the month known for fighting, 
For tension thin as rubber bands 
Shot from pointer finger, 
Raised thumb. He aimed, 
Prayed he’d escape detention 
For letting fly that single sign, 
All he could admit, of want unnamed. 
He couldn’t fight temptation. 
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In phys ed., he stood in line behind her and starred. 
He wanted then, & always, to acknowledge 
This frustration he couldn’t fathom, 
This desire for spring, the days 
He’d walk to school praying for her. 
Her shoulder-length hair shined, 
Her legs, firm as bowling pins, left him breathless. 
With the air once again alive 
With jays and cardinals, the fragrances 
Of flowers, his blood chorused with birdsong. 
18 
Differences of Opinion 
 
I. 
Once cut, Sara says, roses are a waste of money. 
Like newspaper kept too long, 
They turn brown and brittle. 
They become the obituaries, 
The yellowed head-and-shoulders shots, 
Of lovers whose names and faces 
Sara’s long, and almost always methodically, forgotten. 
 
II. 
One night Sara stays home, cooks chicken 
And rice. Her daughter leaves with him 
To buy milk, cereal, and Superpretzels. 
At Baker’s he asks, Should we get your mother a rose? 
No, she says, shaking her head. They die 
And need to be replaced. To remain fresh 
And new: That’s his hope and promise. 
That night, the last Sara accepts his kiss. 
19 
Family Gathering 
 
Let me tell you what my father said. 
He’s dead, but not in this dream. 
 
I’m on my knees at my ex’s. 
Her husband’s there, too. 
 
The daughter we’d planned 
But never had rips wrapping off presents. 
 
What I don’t understand is why 
My father’s there. He’d left 
 
Before I was born. I barely knew him 
Or the other woman. But on his deathbed, 
 
He’d Skyped and said, Remember this, 
While he smoked a Marlboro red. 
 
Was this regret? Children grow 
And go. Absent though he’d been, 
 
I wasn’t happy to see him now. He died 
Years before I met my ex, before 
 
We agreed to pursue separate lives 
In lieu of the wedding we’d arranged. 
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Asleep, I heard again my father’s only advice 
About women: Focus always on your wife. 
 
I shot upright out of my dream: 
She must have been speaking secretly 
 
With him for quite some time. 
21 
Into Your Hands, 
Or the Real Reason Why I Write 
 
It’s for the money. Believe me. 
I’ll be free of this prison soon. 
When I am, I want an equatorial island 
Bathed in sun yellow as pineapple pulp. 
I want something small 
And absent pretense— 
An outer atoll island, for instance, 
With women in nothing 
But water and air blue as the Pacific, 
Their breasts round and brown 
As coconuts. 
 
I want my name known 
For something other than murder 
I didn’t commit. 
I want my name proclaimed 
With the awe and adoration granted 
Nobel Laureates, living and dead, 
Who’ve discovered truth in misery 
At the bottom of a bottle. 
I want novels dissected and diagrammed 
Like cadavers: each character a muscle 
Holding bone together, each joint 
A plot point, a knee or elbow. 
I want sentences revered 
For the sum of their parts, their soul: 
The essential subjects and objects 
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Of everyday action—heart, liver, and lungs— 
Taken for granted, like breathing, 
Until taken away. 
 
More than a hundred thousand copies sold 
And perhaps I could eat with Franzen 
In an upscale New York restaurant. 
Isn’t that what freedom is? 
Red wine and grilled filet mignon? 
Perhaps then I, too, could complain of fame 
And berate Oprah for raising her standards. 
Sell well enough and I could build 
My island home 
From hardcovers 
Thick and dense as brick, 
Knowing full well I could have condensed 
Into Reader’s Digest 
And saved trees 
I haven’t seen in years. 
 
But what do trees matter? 
I’ve re-imagined the life I’ve led: 
The marriage ended 
In court and bitter battles 
Over debt and frequent flyer miles, 
The kids grown and never seen 
In all my years behind brick, bar, and barbed wire. 
Who could blame them? 
Words hit hard as accusation and conviction. 
I didn’t kill her. 
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I didn’t. 
Believe me. 
I’m not getting out of here. 
I’ve written myself into your lives, 
Your hands. 
It’s the only end 
I’ll live through. 
24 
 
 
 
 
 
Nature and Mortal Danger 
25 
Burial Detail 
Photograph, Arlington National Cemetery, 1899 
 
So numerous passersby couldn’t count 
Them all: Caskets lined end to end, 
Rows straight as underlying planks, 
Cornfield furrows, the stripes on flags. 
 
Solemn duty, this: interring men, 
Hundreds killed in Cuba, the Philippines, 
A “Splendid Little War” against Spain. 
In camps throughout the South, 
 
Blacks and whites alike sickened 
By dysentery and Typhoid fever. 
No cure then for malaria, diseases 
In filthy, festering water. Soldiers 
 
These men could have been, feverish, 
In bunks, the States, thousands dead. 
They weighted burial flags with rock. 
There’s nothing fancy, nothing finished. 
 
Each box is simple, plain as a packing crate. 
On its end, each bears a single stenciled name. 
No other adornment, no families or flowers. 
Only earth heaped between rows, trenches, 
Two men at attention, uniforms covered in dust. 
26 
A POW Remembers the Recipe 
 
Lucky to receive any at all. 
A single loaf for 6–20 men, 
Officers all, behind Nazi wire. 
He can’t believe “how much 
We looked forward 
To each day’s ration”: 
Black bread, Broat: 
“50% bruised rye grain, 
20% sliced sugar beets, 
20% tree flour (sawdust), 
10% minced leaves and straw” 
Baked “until burned black.” 
At times, he said, 
The recipe included “glass and sand.”
27 
He Remembers His Fear 
 
The room fills with soldiers 
Missing arms, legs, and ears. 
Some have neither lips nor voices. 
Once proud, a G.I., a Battle Baby, 
Joe faces a fingerprinted window. 
 
To his face, he holds hands missing fingers. 
He can’t see the shrubs,  
Green and flowering, 
Nor the dahlias, purple-pedaled pansies, and tulips 
Orange as the flash of flame 
That seared hair and face, 
His skin hardened now like a candle’s cold wax. 
 
Is my uncle alone the one 
Who touches this pane? 
Or do other veterans place cautious fingers 
To mirrored lips: Shush. Be quiet. Not a word. 
 
When ward doors bang closed 
Or the PA screeches 
Like inbound ordinance 
Men scream and scurry for cover. 
Joe recoils as always from me, the doctors, 
The relentless rounds of memory. 
 
A rifle round shattered a rib. 
A buddy dove onto a grenade 
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That ricocheted off Joe’s helmet 
And into their frozen foxhole. 
My uncle’s buddy died on that grenade. 
It blew my uncle’s face clean off. 
 
A barrage buried their bodies in snow 
Soft and white as a casket’s cotton lining. 
At first, the Germans thought him dead. 
Joe played possum. In fear and bloody snow, 
He’d burrowed, blind, beneath his buddy’s still-warm body. 
29 
Breaches on the Farm 
 
Cornfield buried knee-deep in snow, 
A winter-long monotony of weight. 
Only movement, walnut-black water 
Clear as bruise against white skin. 
All summer, sharp-toothed chiselers 
Clear-cut crops, gnawed and hauled 
Into stream stalk and creek-side sapling. 
Long before pioneers, they perfected dams, 
Their water before irrigation the one salvation 
From drought. Today, run-off soil settles 
In water stalled behind timber’s rise, 
Is thieved in time by ceaseless winds. 
We’re lucky what remains is sufficient. 
Release this water, it returns as rain. 
Release this soil, it’s gone for good 
Like sons and daughters who opt for life 
Far removed from crop loss, erosion, 
Unrelenting wind—the recurrent recoveries 
Required by torrential rain, destructive flood. 
We curse the beaver, easy target. 
They level crops, eat into profits. 
Under pressure, spirits break like dams. 
When the floods subside, they resemble us. 
From the bits and pieces, they salvage lives, build again. 
30 
The Wake 
 
Eddies cut back banks, topple trees 
Into sludge brown current. Whole cottonwood, 
Half submerged, scull south, 
Pass sandbagged levees. 
Spade-shaped leaves like tiny flags flutter 
On cord-thin limbs; like bony fingers, 
They seek to seize something solid. 
 
Their backs to green lawns and banks, 
Governors fault engineers 
For failure to manage melt water, 
Record snows in the Rockies. 
Meteorologists failed to predict 
Unprecedented precipitation, 
Global warming. 
 
For cottonwood, no one speaks. 
They care nothing for planning 
Or blame. When muddy waters rise, 
Something gives. Earth first then roots. 
When the land is lost, they fall. 
31 
God’s Country 
 
Another hill scraped flat. 
To Caterpillars, cottonwood fell. 
The farm impeded progress, 
The triumph of traffic. 
Superstores rise like carbon emissions: 
Wal-Mart squares off with Target, 
Lowes with Home Depot. 
Evicted into the neighborhood, wild turkey. 
They roam in search of home, 
Hungry as Pilgrims. 
32 
Mechanic 
 
He repaired whatever failed— 
Starters, alternators, timing belts. 
Buried elbow-deep in engine, 
Grandfather’s only shade, angled hood. 
 
He replaced whatever wore out: 
Radiator hoses and spark plugs 
With tips soot black as felt markers, 
Brake pads thin as the wood shavings 
Curled beneath his saw horses. 
 
Empty now, his garage, 
Tools sold years ago— 
Hammers, handsaws, 
And assorted wrenches: 
Allen and alligator, 
Pipe and socket.   
Heart attacks and cancer 
Deprived him 
Of his formidable grip. 
 
I walked away then, 
A teen, confident 
I could repair anything, 
Confident I knew 
I would remember. 
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His ashes urned, 
We buried him beside grandmother, 
The soil dark as engine oil sludge. 
34 
How to Avoid a Heart Attack 
 
Cardiologists claim women over 60 shouldn’t shovel snow. 
Men over 50, they say, shouldn’t succumb to pride. 
They should suck it up and buy a snow blower. 
They should pay the neighbor’s nine-year-old son. 
35 
Arriving for the Annual Christmas Visit with Family 
Fort Worth, 2011 
 
Snow I know won’t come 
Can’t conceal new loss— 
Highway right-of-ways cleared, 
Fields fenced and flagged, 
Lakes drained by feverish fracking. 
Across Texas, scarred by oil, 
Sprawl like black mold spreads. 
36 
The Mystery 
 
You’ve heard the stories, haven’t you? 
How dead rise inevitable as the moon. 
How they roam the rooms they resided in 
At the times of their demise, 
Their murder—for it’s usually murder, isn’t it?— 
Because sometimes something remains 
To be seen, a mystery solved. 
Ghosts gesture to whoever watches. 
They beckon and lead 
To what one hopes is gold 
Or something precious that gleams 
When carpet’s rolled back 
And floorboards raised. 
 
You’ve heard the story, haven’t you? 
The woman down the road 
Lost her husband to Depression. 
He worked himself to death 
(Nobody ever says doing what) 
To make up for everything lost 
When banks locked their doors: house, clothes, car, 
Three meals a day, their only son. 
She worked day and night 
And never spoke to anyone 
That anyone remembered. 
She never spent a cent. 
She never again stepped into a bank. 
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Thieves tore her house apart— 
Flipped and slashed furniture, 
Emptied icebox and closets, 
Smashed photographs, 
Even the wedding picture by the bed. 
It was the only photo she had of her husband. 
They’re out there somewhere still: 
The killers the police suspect 
But fail to apprehend for lack of evidence. 
They never found her money, either. 
 
You’re curious now, aren’t you? 
She lived, died, and was buried alone. 
Her only family was memory. 
But you want to know 
What happened to her money. 
She’d given it to a town for boys in Nebraska. 
 
What caused her to open her door? 
That’s the mystery. 
It was night and winter. 
Had she forgotten her husband’s death? 
Had she hoped for her son’s return? 
We’ll never know. 
Who she didn’t see or saw too late 
Slit her throat and left. 
38 
After the Breakup 
 
The baby cries in his crib. 
His mother, silent, sits 
Beside the father, 25, 
The couch they’re on not even theirs. 
They lived with her mother and father. 
They never married. 
 
Monstrous voices rose 
Like furious fear. 
Neither looks now at the other 
But at their hands, 
His clenched, hers open. 
They’re black with mascara 
Streaked hot and wet as wax 
Across her palm. 
 
Louder, their son wails. 
He needs to be held. 
But neither knows what to do. 
Neither knows who should stay, who go. 
The boy needs comfort, 
Soothing voices: Nothing lurks, 
Lies hiding in the dark. 
39 
Mopping Up 
 
The radio warns: furious weather, 
Wrath. Boys race in, hide, 
Peek once through windows.  
Already wind snaps limbs. 
Mother, eyes closed, sings. 
Spare us, God; spare us. 
From the cellar, boys listen. 
The radio screams; she cleans. 
Filth-grayed string whirls like wind through dirt. 
40 
Preparing Taxes, Suffering Real Pain 
 
Friday 
The girls giggled 
Each time he called. 
He was out of town for work, 
Their mother home alone 
With four girls ages 9 to 13. 
He found it hard to believe 
She sounded so giddy, 
Like one of the girls. 
She suffered a migraine 
Worse than hours of labor. 
He didn’t believe her, either, 
When she said they’d pay a fortune 
At H&R Block. 
All day wasted, he griped, 
The return rejected, 
The hours irrecoverable. 
Fuck. 
I checked and double-checked the figures. 
I typed them in twice. 
 
Saturday 
Two day’s wages: That’s the bill, 
Their 1040 and state returns filed. 
Her head still kills 
Worse than vaginal tears. 
He has his doubts: 
Worse than four girls 
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Planning a pageant? 
She said, he shouldn’t feel like a quitter. 
He had the figures right. Sometimes, she said, 
It’s worth paying for peace of mind. 
 
Sunday 
Still miffed, he views the photos she sent— 
The girls each with eyes as purple as bruises, 
Eye shadow everywhere—faces and hands, 
Fingerprints on the doorjamb. In one, 
The eldest poses in a homemade spaghetti-strap dress 
Fashioned from red fabric 
Sewed with sequins sparked by flash, 
Gold coins catching and directing sunlight 
Into an eye. Like her mother, blinding beauty. 
In another, the youngest lays like a scissor-kicking swimmer 
Across his wife’s outstretched arms. 
 
His wife almost always refuses 
To have her picture taken. 
She says, I never look my best. 
He never agrees. This once, he couldn’t agree more. 
The girls practiced on her. 
They looped and whirled lipstick in figure eights across her face. 
Her bone-white grin splits sweaty lips large and red as setting sun.
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Winter Cold 
— Omaha, Nebraska, February 2010 
 
Outside, the latest snow blows 
Like Styrofoam packing pellets and spindrift 
Off snowplowed piles, glaciers inching in 
From the parking lot’s perimeter. 
He wakes with bladder throbbing, full, 
His nose sealed solid with snot. 
The morning edition reports the record: 
Sixty days and counting with a foot or more of snowpack. 
 
Throat sore, feverish, he sweats all night.  
When he coughs, lungs rattle like maracas, 
Like an upstairs neighbor’s loud late-night radio. 
By dawn, drifts plug the paths dug 
Through yesterday’s snow-dammed sidewalks. 
From the bathroom, he hears his wife clear her throat. 
She doesn’t blame him for bringing home a bug, 
For making her and their daughter equally ill. 
Back beneath the covers, her nose nuzzles against his neck. 
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Book Tour 
 
No matter how loving, his dedication 
Can’t diminish the distance, 
The miles between them— 
He in hotel rooms, 
She at home alone 
In his navy blue bathrobe. 
 
Settled back on the sofa, 
She resumes his novel 
Outlined there as they watched 
Scooter Store commercials and Gunsmoke— 
Their life together plotted, growing old. 
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Cracks in the Mirror 
 
He told her, didn’t he? Whether she’s in the kitchen, 
Hands slick and glistening with chicken fat, 
Or stretched out on the couch, hands clenched 
To the blanket pulled and tucked up tight 
Beneath her chin, he feels the same. 
 
Sound asleep, even her feet look lovely: 
Brown birthmarks like the Seven Sisters, 
A baby’s spoon tattooed to her sole. 
Her hands, too: small in his and soft to touch, 
To press like her breasts against his chest. 
 
She marvels always at the spiraled hair, a hurricane’s eye 
Between his belly and chest; because it thrills her, 
She traces it round and round with a finger, 
With the tip of her warm, wet tongue. He wants her then, as always, 
Because she thinks it comic, because she chose him. 
 
Why then does she turn away from the mirror 
Whenever, from behind, he wraps arms around her waist? 
To the glass he whispers how he loves her tummy, 
How all he wants is to make a life with her.
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Birdhouse in a Storm, or the Moment I Doubt 
The Decision to Dump Her 
 
Hail hammers hard the roof, the wood, 
Strips bare the burr oak’s branches. 
Inside, cacophonous screaming: 
Small, feral things—fledgling screech owls— 
Wings thrashing fierce as a caged and panicked heart. 
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Fool’s Gold 
 
Because in college he refused to accept 
The unfortunate fates of Romeo and Juliet, 
The poet became known as the romantic 
Destined to reject tragedy too soon. 
 
His modeled verse trips itself up like teenagers 
Whose limbs outgrow their balance with gravity. 
He stumbles into love without knowing, 
His words working unexpected wonders. 
 
But poetry performs no sleight of hand. 
He lives content with only an aspiration for currency. 
When Love discovers he makes no money, 
She vanishes—poof!—his life empty as his wallet. 
 
He forsakes poetry then for stage and screen, 
For a script he writes for an uninspired actress  
And someone he sees as himself. In the end, 
The actor wins his lady back with a dozen sonnets 
 
Delivered in penned silence by bow and arrow. 
Cupid’s Arrows becomes a blockbuster ravely reviewed. 
Each sonnet expresses the ways and whys 
Of the poet’s love and calling: his words, her heart. 
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Amid paparazzi and actors, the poet’s Love returns. 
At the Oscars, he wins best Writing (Original Screenplay). 
That night, at the post-award party, Love leaves again. 
Oscar, on the mantle, wears his ring like a tiny tiara. 
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Dreaming of Barbacoa 
 
Morning’s light sliced through blinds 
Like shredded cheddar cheese 
She sprinkled over barbacoa tacos. 
He devoured them as hungrily as her. 
In bed alone, he craved to make something of it— 
These memories of them together. 
 
They did it best still half asleep. 
She’d reach behind her head 
And toss pillows to the floor. 
That’s when she said 
He needn’t hold her head. 
 
He hates this light and hindsight. 
The nearer they came, the stronger his urge 
To hold her closer still. 
He should have known then 
When she grabbed the headboard: 
That’d be as close as she’d ever want to come, 
That ‘d be what in the end she’d hold onto. 
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Promise of Heaven 
50 
Moving into the City 
 
I. 
No one hopes for response from dark-haired girls 
Three days late returning from northern Mexico. 
Like cloudbursts and floods, women vanish 
Without a trace. Desert towns are scarce 
As potable water and rain. 
 
Where are you? 
Are you there? Are you there? These aren’t questions 
Sons searching without hope shout, 
Mothers and brothers presumed dead. 
In bombed and bulldozed buildings, floors and walls collapse. 
Rubble piles like bodies in mass graves. 
 
II. 
These questions of terror are made for TV: 
A mother screams, searching, 
Her son pitched clear of their car 
Flipped and crushed in roadside wood 
Thick as close-packed corn. 
They’re fathers’ horrified hollers, 
Sons and daughters missing two days 
After trick-or-treating late and alone, 
The police and neighbors searching 
Dumpsters, woods, and roadsides 
With bloodhounds and flashlights. 
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III. 
Like a lone gander’s solo honk, 
They’re questions asked in absence and longing. 
Before living with hundreds of thousands,  
I wondered why lone geese hadn’t joined 
Formations vectoring south, 
How in spite of proximity and numbers 
They’d failed to come together. 
Geese pair for life. 
Like them, I’ve arrived from out of town. 
Like him, I seek to find the never found. 
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The Story Mother Tells 
 
Lips parted wide over yellowed teeth, 
His cheeks flared with joy, like you, 
Daughter, discovering gifts 
Beneath bare and unlit pine 
Though we had neither jobs 
Nor money because the textile plant closed, 
Our work moved somewhere overseas 
With cheaper labor and matériel. 
Higher returns promised for the CEO 
And stockholders, the men and women in gated communities 
North of town, built, it was rumored, 
With dividends from the factory your father, 
A boy, aspired to because, like us, 
His mother and father had labored there. 
 
That’s where we met, in fact. 
He’d gone to deliver new fabric to the floor 
When an overloaded axel snapped like dried bone. 
Fabric spilled, unspooled like red carpet. 
Only it was blue. But that didn’t matter. 
Your father watched the fabric roll out 
Toward the woman walking toward it. 
Had you seen it, you’d have sworn 
This was a movie—the light perfect, 
The woman young and beautiful, 
The man, your father, bumbling 
In his effort to stop other rolls from falling, 
Cursing himself, the cart, the job, not realizing, 
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Meanwhile, the woman bent down, 
Her laughter rising amid the throb 
And clang of engines and machinery. 
Your father humiliated, his furious and red 
As free-flowing lava until, beneath fabric 
She held, her hand touched his. 
You’d have sworn again, 
This time that Time stopped. 
Your father gazed at me, this woman, 
His breath still 
In his lungs, his fear my clue 
This was just the beginning. 
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After a Year Together 
Fort Richardson, Texas 
29 December 2005 
 
This fort has nothing to do with her. 
But for the fact I’m here, wandering 
Amid ruins and abandoned buildings—  
Guardhouse, hospital, bakery, morgue— 
Empty of anything living other than insects 
And others’ memories, it has little to do with me. 
What brought me here, you wonder? 
A long-deceased ancestor 
Who marched these same grounds, 
A sentry, perhaps, who 
Peered into the same hospital window 
While a doctor tweezered a bullet 
From a soldier’s shattered shoulder? 
An ancestor whose footsteps I wished to trace? 
 
I wish I could admit that’s true: 
There aren’t maps like metaphors 
I could draw between a place like this and letting go: 
The coffin left open and leaning against the wall 
Of the otherwise empty morgue. . . . 
But a year ago today, tomorrow was a mystery. 
In spite of a fear of flying 
She flew to meet me and, hours later, 
After dinner, after hours driving, 
She tossed her shoes, socks, shirt and slacks 
Across a bed in a town new to the two of us, 
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Showered airline air 
From her hair and, teeth brushed, 
Slipped beneath sheets we’d share. 
 
What good could come of admitting she was right? 
The truth is, imagery was accidental, 
History merely an excuse. 
My feelings didn’t run deep as rainwater 
Seeping through bone-dry karst into Lost Creek, 
The once running reason why the Army built 
Beneath this high, wide, unreadable sky. 
 
I tour frontier forts every chance I get. 
I wanted to kill time. 
I wanted to do something other than sit home alone. 
But even the dead were exhumed and moved 
When the post closed in 1878. 
 
Instead, I’m thinking of her 
Showing students how to subtract 
By carrying over— 
A line’s drawn down through one number, 
The one carried penciled above the next. . . . 
Like them, I try to work the problem through, 
Try to reconcile the lessening, 
The loss that’s left my hand empty 
Without her hand to hold.
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Sticker Shock 
 
Whenever I walk, I walk west. 
I track progress not by street signs, 
Roads named for prominent politicians— 
Roberts and Jones and Brandenberg— 
Residents know nothing about. 
The man mowing a lawn with a John Deere mower, 
The mother in the yard rocking a stroller, 
Even the widow who’s lived in the house next door since before I was born. 
No one knows Berkley’s first name or what he might have done— 
To have a street named and paved after him. 
 
Surnames give way eventually to places— 
Niagara Lane, Grand Canyon Avenue— 
Another way to track progress 
As accurately as pedometer, 
Each step a fifth of a calorie burned. 
At home, my ex is moving out, tossing clothes 
Into baskets, Cinch Sacks noosed with blood-red string.  
Like a six-foot-seven marshal all the law a frontier town needs, 
I’d love for life to be simple, as black and white as Gunsmoke. 
 
Turning north from Newbury to Jackson, 
From there, west on Erie to Pike’s Peak, 
The houses’ sizes increase in direct proportion 
To the distance from gas station and grocery store 
(The nearest bus stop miles away, nearer town), 
The yards between homes tiny enough for James Arness 
To touch each one’s wall with outstretched arms. 
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Do these neighbors know and speak to one another 
As regularly as Matt, Doc, Chester, and Miss Kitty? 
What labor pays their mortgage, three-bay garages, 
Side-by-side doors the bleached white of Wonder Bread. 
 
I once asked the neighbor widow if she knew the name 
Of the President. She asked, Which one? 
The current one, I said. 
The actor, you mean? Reagan? 
He’d been out of office fifteen years, dead one 
When city leaders renamed the lane 
With the largest homes in his honor. 
Half those houses sit empty now, beer bottles 
In yards colonized at night by herd-happy teenagers, 
Cars parked in driveways, across dandelion-littered lawns. 
 
I can’t understand these landscapes. 
Banks foreclosed on once-optimistic owners 
With debts as unpayable as those owned to nature, 
Property worth less than scripted paper. 
What drives so many to want so much? 
I feel out of place, an Irish or Italian immigrant 
Schooning across the prairie before cities 
Became places to escape, before homes separated 
By fairway became equated with wilderness, 
Each golfer a window-shopper for the neighbors’ 
Two-tiered false wood never-to-be-painted deck 
Featuring the latest and largest model Weber grill 
With new-bought shine as bright as the 72-inch big screen 
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Seen through sliding glass doors whenever kids watch Sponge Bob. 
I’d rather have lawn and wood, space filled with wind and light. 
 
Whenever I walk home, I walk east. 
I turn my back on what drives these homeowners— 
Ford Excursions, Lincoln Navigators, BMW whatever. 
Is it any different from me, really: pursuit of happiness? 
I pass places once the largest, like five-pointed stars 
And smiley faces, the signs and symbols of success 
Teachers penned on spelling tests and watercolors 
Painted in art class. In school, our daughter doesn’t take art. 
She doesn’t learn the color wheel or the value of contrast, 
The monotony created by colors too much alike too close together. 
Dodge City, Pheasant Ridge, Black Canyon— 
Neighborhoods named for imagined places, lost places 
Recoverable only as names typed into Google maps or Mapquest. 
 
Back at home, she’s gone. They’re gone. 
I’ll look at their photographs hung in the hall. 
In one, our daughter wraps an arm around my waist. 
Her head’s pressed against my shoulder. 
Kitty, my wife, stands beside us; she’s smiles 
Because our daughter, 10, stuck a yellow sticker, 
A badge like a beacon on my light blue sweater. 
When I return, I want to see them there. 
I want to remember the past, 
Everything I did to make Kitty happy.
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Home Early, Stepping Back  
 
Spilt flour splashed like milk 
Across floor, dark dress shoes. 
Sweet scent of Mexican vanilla. 
I’m reminded of Mexico City, 1994. 
I loved no one then, not even myself. 
Young, immersed in option, everything 
New—Machaca, zocolo, words like mysterioso. 
Twelve years into an undreamt future 
I’m home early from work, tired, trying to help. 
But not too much, she says, mixing batter. 
My surprise for mother. In Mexico, 
Men and women rushed to work, 
To market; from hands, mystery swung: 
Briefcases, plastic bags. I met her mother  
Beside a street-side vendor. Soda fizzed sweet 
With real sugar, a foil-wrapped burrito 
Still warm, half-eaten in my hand. 
Today, her stirring reminds me of Rivera, 
Of Day of the Dead. Mural crowded 
With passersby, vendors selling soda, 
Tacos, the sweets I craved. At lines’ ends, 
Sombreroed skeletons, marionettes. 
Bare bones strummed strung guitars. 
The middle vendor, a woman, dress white 
As flour, baking powder, sweet azúcar. 
Her daughter beside her sold skulls 
To children I saw then as myself, ten 
And holding firm to Death’s mask. 
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Curious then, I wondered if I’d know 
When I were dead. Today, death I fear. 
I couldn’t live without her. She needs me 
Despite her command: Step back, step back.
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Hair War in a Fatburger Booth 
 
Barbara and her daughter, Julia, 9, sit side-by-side 
Eating individual orders of Chili Cheese Fat Fries, 
Thin fries slathered in sauce 
The color of Hershey’s Syrup and Tootsie Rolls. 
It’s early October and Barbara tells me 
Julia’s decided to be Padmé for Halloween. 
What do I say about Anakin, about good turning bad? 
They’ve viewed each episode at least three times 
Since seeing The Phantom Menace months earlier. 
I wasn’t ready for the questions, says Barbara. 
 
Today, Julia’s forgotten her questions. 
For Halloween she wants her hair, 
Long and blond, braided like Padmé’s. 
Today, she’s showing off for me, her mother’s friend 
She’s met only twice before. Her mother, 
Meanwhile, decides about me and laughs. 
Her daughter strides back and forth in front of the booth. 
On her head, a tiny orange Construction cone 
Stuffed full with hair. Barbara laughs because I egg her on, 
Because Julia dares us to don cones, too, 
And prove we can parade in front her with poise. 
 
Julia, back in the booth, spoons 
Strawberry-banana shake into her mouth. 
Watch this, Barbara says. 
With a pinch of Julia’s long blond mane, 
She tickles her daughter’s cheek and ear. 
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Julia grabs her mother’s arm, says Stop! 
Between shake-spitting giggles. I’m laughing. 
Once again hers, her hair, she slashes and stabs 
With the ends like a lightsaber. She escapes the booth. 
When she returns, she returns with two more spoons. 
63 
Luck Man 
 
His dream dressed in wrinkled sweats. 
Even in winter, she wore flip-flops to church. 
She didn’t abide by rules she didn’t agree with. 
She snuck black coffee and donut into the pew. 
 
Once seated, coffee spilled on caramel carpet. 
His dream devoured her donut: blueberry, cake. 
Crumbs caught in the creases 
Of coffee-spotted sweats. 
 
Mid-sermon, she slipped flip-flops off. 
With toes, she kneaded the oil-slick stain. 
Their daughter, meanwhile, slept curled between them. 
His dream touched her daughter’s hair like loving mothers do, gentle pets. 
 
Not once ever had he professed to believe in God. 
But this dream he’d been given, a blessing 
He couldn’t question: This woman, this child. 
Back home, he knelt and bathed her feet. 
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The Verdict 
 
I did what she asked 
And removed the blinds. 
 
I stood back then as she Spackled 
The holes I’d left behind.  
 
I watched, too, as she stripped 
And washed the walls. 
 
Because at this she’s a perfectionist, 
She refused all help. 
 
That’s why I reclined on the couch 
As she stirred and poured the paint. 
 
Outside, the sun had set, 
The moon risen full and clear over fresh-fallen snow. 
 
Backlit by moonlight, she stepped up and down the rungs. 
From the ladder, she turned 
 
And asked how the lines looked. 
Perfect, I said, eyeing her, all curves. 
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Lost in Work, Late for Lunch 
 
His door opens. 
No Hello. 
Behind him, 
She says, instead, 
I’m late. 
 
40, a month 
Into marriage, 
He’s eager. 
How long? 
He wants to touch 
Her tummy. 
We’ll know when? 
 
Wait, she says. 
It’s not that late. 
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The Family We Made 
 
Yesterday’s fresh, wet snow lifted clear of the lawn in foot-wide strips 
As I rolled and smoothed one bean-bag-sized ball and then another, slightly smaller. 
I stacked them and added two still-smaller balls on top, 
Etching eyes and a merry mouth with gray-gloved fingers. 
You followed my lead and made your own— 
The first for a California girl like you, you said— 
The twisting, turning lines of lawn like green streets 
And crossroads mapped across the yard.  
By the time we’d finished, 
All paths leading finally to family, 
We’d built a third, still-smaller snowgirl 
And you, a hamster— 
A tiny body and head topped with two teeny little ears. 
67 
As Her Mother Readies for Our Night at the Movies 
April 11, 2010 
 
I read while I wait outside in a wicker chair.  
Julia, waist-length hair wet yet from her evening shower,  
Asks from the door if she can ask me a question: 
“Do you like my mother?”  
Hands pressed together and held as if in prayer,  
She watches my eyes:  
“Do you like like her?  
Do you like her enough to marry her?”  
I say, I love your mother. 
I say, If she agrees.  
Inside, Julia tells Barbara, “Yes! Maybe.” 
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Her First Family Heirloom 
 
The bucket’s the light, bright blue  
Of a vinegar-dyed Easter egg. 
Julia, nine, claims, “It’s just wrong.”  
You tell me she’s a Sedaris in the making.  
One day, you say, she’ll write an essay  
Titled “The Barf Bucket” 
To detail the weekend she ate too much  
Jack Link’s Jerky, the day a week later 
When we bought her the bucket 
To keep beside the bed. 
She couldn’t sleep, she’d moaned, 
When she inched into the bedroom 
And in beside you beneath the sheets. 
That’s the evening everything came up, 
Grandma’s pale blue quilt now Bouillon-brown. 
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When We Have Our Own 
 
We won’t lie together in bed at noon 
And watch back-to-back episodes of Mister Ed— 
“Ed the Hero” and “Ed the Salesman”— 
While flushed skins cool in fan-spun breeze. 
But today’s different. Your daughter’s with your ex, 
Her father, for the weekend. 
With freedom, we indulge 
In what your daughter loathes. 
We sing aloud with each episode: 
 “A horse is a horse, of course, of course, 
And no one can talk to horse, of course; 
That is, of course, unless the horse is the famous Mister Ed.” 
 
Between scenes I repeat what all along you’ve known: 
Seriously, I say. I want you to be Mrs. Fred. 
When Wilbur refuses to buy a color TV 
To share with Ed, Ed sells real estate over the phone. 
Don’t you see the similarities? I ask. 
You deny your daughter a TV of her own in her room. 
When she’s home, she’s between us 
And for a time absorbed in absurdity. 
She accepts a horse that argues, 
A horse without rider racing to rescue a girl 
With flying curls like wind-raised mane, 
The stallion spooked by backfire. 
 
For now, these weekends we savor. 
For breakfast we eat one spoonful after another 
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Of Edy’s Thin Mint ice cream. 
Yours you prefer layered with Hersey’s syrup. 
When I get up to go for seconds, 
You lick your spoon, the bowl. 
You hand me yours and ask for more. 
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In Midnight’s Light 
 
She’s outside shivering 
On ice-pixeled stairs: “7 . . . 6 . . . .” 
Inside, her coat’s warm 
Beside his on the bed. 
 
—Thump! Thump!— 
 
Like white balloons, 
Their breath billows: “5 . . . 4 . . .” 
Behind her, he trembles. 
Rockets climb fast: “3 . . . 2 . . .” 
“Will you . . . .” 
She turns then. 
 
—Boom! Boom!— 
 
All around them, 
Shooting stars white 
Like grains of rice. 
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Indigo Bunting 
 
Ask the man with ash-white hair. 
He’s paused beneath the burr oak. 
He listens, waits, his right ear raised. 
 
Ask the woman cupping his hand in hers. 
She’s unfazed, silent, her patience real and clear. 
 
Ask him and he tells you, he rhymes, 
This blue bunting that sings in couplets. 
All men must serenade their mates. 
 
Ask her and she says his listening 
Is the reason why for 50 years 
She’s remained faithful to him. 
